Changes in cardiovascular risk factors during the perimenopause and postmenopause and carotid artery atherosclerosis in healthy women.
The objectives of this study were to describe the changes in cardiovascular risk factors during the perimenopausal and early postmenopausal years and correlate those changes in risk factors with carotid intimal-medial thickness (IMT) and plaque index measured 5 to 8 years after menopause. Participants were women (n=372) from Allegheny County, Pennsylvania, enrolled in the Healthy Women Study who had been postmenopausal for at least 5 years. Risk factor changes were measured during the perimenopause, ie, between the premenopausal and first year postmenopausal examinations, and during the early postmenopause, ie, between the first and fifth year postmenopausal examinations. Carotid ultrasound scans measured IMT and plaque at examinations 5 to 8 years after menopause among 314 of the women. Increases in LDL cholesterol and triglycerides and declines in HDL cholesterol were greater during perimenopause than postmenopause, whereas increases in blood pressure and fasting glucose levels were greater during postmenopause. Premenopausal systolic and pulse pressure, LDL and HDL cholesterol, triglycerides, and body mass index predicted IMT and plaque. Only the change in pulse pressure between premenopausal and first year postmenopausal examinations was related to both IMT and plaque. Absolute risk for cardiovascular disease increases substantially in midlife, with a particularly adverse effect on lipid metabolism at the menopause. Premenopausal levels of risk factors are adequate to identify which women should be targeted for intervention.